Tumor DNA content as a prognostic indicator in squamous cell carcinoma of the oral cavity and tongue base.
Nuclear deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) content is a prognostic factor in several tumors, and decisions regarding treatment have been made using this parameter. Nevertheless, there is no agreement in head and neck cancer. The purpose of the present study was to ascertain whether tumor DNA content correlated with prognosis in cases of primary squamous cell carcinoma (SCC) of the oral cavity and tongue base. A retrospective study of formalin-fixed, paraffin-embedded tissue from patients with histologically confirmed SCC of the oral cavity and tongue base was performed using flow cytometry. Tumor DNA content was studied in 109 sets of specimens from previously untreated patients. All of them underwent surgical resection at the University "Hospital de La Princesa" between 1982 and 1992. Clinical parameters (age, sex, site of primary tumor, clinical stage, adjuvant therapy received, and disease-free and overall survival) and histologic parameters (histopathologic stage, tumor differentiation, type of inflammatory infiltration, presence of perineural invasion) were recorded in all cases. An exhaustive statistical analysis was applied. Only the histograms of 93 patients were adequate for consideration. In flow cytometric analysis, DNA aneuploidy was observed in 51 tumors (55%). The proportion of aneuploid tumors was significantly higher in advanced-stage carcinomas (p < .05), tumors with perineural invasion (p < .05) and in men (p < .05). In the 24 patients with lymph node metastasis, the incidence of aneuploidy was 82% (19 of 24) (p < .05). The rate of metastasis and aneuploidy increased as the degree of differentiation decreased (p < .05 for both). Patients with aneuploid carcinomas in both early and advanced stages had shorter relapse-free and overall survival periods than did the patients with diploid tumors (p < .001 for both). A Cox regression analysis demonstrated that ploidy was the single most important prognostic factor in determining relapse and death (p < .001 for both). The results indicate that tumor DNA analysis by flow cytometry appears to be useful as a supplement to clinical and histologic evaluation in predicting the tendency of SCC of the oral cavity and tongue base to metastasize to regional lymph nodes and to predict the outcome of the disease.